
CHAPTER 3

THE SUNNAH IN REALITY REQUIRES “CERTAINTY”:
THE LEGAL CAUSE IS THE “COMING OF RAMADAN”

Traditionally it has been argued that naked-eye sighting is the cause (sabab)
and that Ramadan can be determined only by fulfilling it, and that the pro-
phetic reports established only two methods to suitable methods of attain-
ing certainty in this matter: naked-eye sighting or completing thirty days
(ikm¥l ). However, one question remains: is naked-eye sighting a precon-
dition for starting Ramadan immediately after 29 Sha¢ban only or it is also
a requirement on 30 Sha¢ban? 

It is generally agreed that naked-eye sighting is not required in the lat-
ter case. In fact, many Muslim countries announce that Ramadan will start
on the thirty-first day if the new moon has not been sighted on the twenty-
ninth day of the month. Looking for the actual moon on the thirtieth day is
only a recommended sunnah. This entire debate regarding naked-eye sight-
ing as a prerequisite to fasting or not fasting is related only to the twenty-
ninth day of the month. Consequently, such a sighting could be a legal rea-
son for starting to fast after 29 Sha¢ban, not 30 Sha¢ban, for the cause and
effect go hand in hand. The prophetic hadith requiring the completion of
thirty days comes into effect only if the skies are cloudy. 

In other words, if naked-eye were the sole cause of starting or ending
Ramadan, then this cause would have been required on both 29 Sha¢ban
and 30 Sha¢ban. As the latter is not the case we can conclude that certainty,
not naked-eye sighting, of Ramadan’s arrival is a precondition for the fast.
In addition, it can be surmised that the prophetic traditions dealing with
naked-eye sighting are concerned primarily with starting or ending the
month on 29 Sha¢ban. Had they been connected with fasting after 30
Sha¢ban, then naked-eye sighting would have been required even on the
evening of that particular day.

Mokhtar Maghraoui argues that “do not fast until you see the new
moon” is categorical in demanding that sighting and only sighting is the sole
means to ascertain the beginning of the month.1 But why would the Prophet
insist upon naked-eye sighting as the condition for fasting only on the
evening of 29 Sha¢ban but not on the following evening? If it were intrin-
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sically obligatory to do so, it would have been required on both days. A
binding legal cause cannot be established as a prerequisite objective for only
one day of the month and not the other day. The cause and effect go hand
in hand in all situations, as Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi has stated.
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The established [legal ] cause always remains the cause and never changes. 

On the other hand, if we establish certainty about the new month’s
arrival as the real reason for the prophetic insistence upon naked-eye sight-
ing on 29 Sha¢ban, we can fully understand why he did not require it on
the evening of the following day. It is also very important to understand
this prophetic insistence within the context of the challenges and confu-
sion caused by arbitrary intercalations and illiteracy. 

Rashid Rida has observed this fact in quote given below: the Lawgiver
requires naked-eye sighting as a means to determine the sacred timings
fixed for acts of worship (e.g., Ramadan), not to worship the act of sight-
ing in itself. The Prophet referred to naked-eye sighting and completion
of thirty days because the Ummah was unlettered. The objective of his
prophethood was to bring the Ummah out of its unlettered state, not to
push it further into illiteracy. 

1�=N7 )�� >� K�@� :��� �
 G�] ��C9 ��� ...�J�
 [/`�5 �=��	
  �	� �1���O
 �%$ K��	
)<
>�� �[��L Y��C ��B� � [�O
 .�S5 :��� �� �:"�!5 I��	
 ���C
 �L �J�
 [/`�5 �B!	
< < < <

.(...�B�^ �&`��57 6 [��O
 >� �B#
��7 :� �5 �]���<
3

The Lawgiver’s intent is the knowledge of these timings and not worship through
moon sighting ... The Prophet had connected confirmation by actual moonsight-
ing or completion with the condition that the Ummah was unlettered during his
times. The goal of his prophethood has been to bring the Ummah out of its
unlettered status and not to continue stustaining it.

HADITHS ON SIGHTING
THE MOON

I now turn to the original texts of the prophetic injunctions (hadiths)
already mentioned, many of which clearly command Muslims to start and
end Ramadan via naked-eye sighting. They must be understood in the
light of our recent discussion, namely, that the Prophet emphasized this
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method in an effort to restore the lunar calendar to its original form. The
pre-Islamic Arabs fixed these months with the help of artificial intercala-
tions to harmonize them with their solar calendar solely for their own ben-
efit. The Prophet commands:

�
	
 ��� :���/ :
� :�	
 Z�� I�/�& �5L Y�I :��� ��/� >5 ��' �
N�T [=�U �
N�T 0�E �
N�TV + +< ' ' + + ; + + ' , + + ' , + <

���^L� :�/`�	 
���]) ( K�@� :��� �
 G�] K@��	
 �5L ��� :��� �L ( K�@� :��� �
 G�]( ( ) +( +

.(�NJN .�=�U I�� 
���C\^ KS��� Z=F ._^ �:�/`�	' ' ' , ( < * + +
4

The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on
sighting it. Complete thirty days of Sha¢ban if it is cloudy.”
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The Prophet said, “Fast on sighting it [the new moon] and break the fast on sight-
ing it. Count thirty days if the month is concealed from you [the sky being cloudy].”

Other narrations use negative formulas to emphasize the same point: 
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The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate it when it is cloudy.” 

Imam Ahmad reports the same:
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Do not fast until you see the moon and do not break the fast until you see it.
Estimate it when it is cloudy.

TTHE PROBLEM

Hamza Yusuf, discussing the nature of the problem, observes:
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The Islamic calendar is lunar. Lunar calendars follow the phases of the moon,
beginning with the crescent moon and ending with the conjunction of the moon
and the sun in their respective perceived movements around the earth. The time
of one lunation or complete cycle of the moon in a lunar month is approxi-
mately 29.5 days. This must be averaged because the moon does not travel at a
constant speed nor does it travel in a perfect circle but in an elliptical orbit around
the earth. The moon’s monthly cycle around the earth varies between 29.2 days
and 29.8 days, which means that throughout the year there will be approxi-
mately six months in which there are twenty-nine days, and six months in which
there are thirty days. The total number of days in a lunar year is approximately
354, which is eleven days shorter than the average solar year. This results in the
lunar year progressing through the fixed solar year rather than beginning and
ending at the same time as the solar. In order to make the lunar years consistent
with the solar, many pre-Islamic societies intercalated or added days to the lunar
months. This enabled them to follow a lunar calendar without having it depart
from the fixed seasons of the solar calendar. This was and remains the practice of
the Jewish community, which intercalates a thirteenth month every three years
in order to align the lunar calendar with the solar. The pre-Islamic Arabs used a
lunar calendar but both calculated and intercalated their calendars when suitable
for their needs. Their general practice however was to rely on a physical sighting
of the crescent.8

He continues, 

The Islamic lunar calendar is not to be tampered with, as the Prophet … prohib-
ited intercalation in his farewell address to his community during the final pil-
grimage. Islam condemns intercalation, regarding it as a rejection of the natural
order inherent in the perfection of the lunar calendar that God has provided
humanity for measuring their time. For this reason, in a number of hadith that
achieve the status of infallible (mut¥watir) and thus on par with the legislative
authority of any verse in the Qur’an, the Prophet [s] commanded Muslims to base
their month on the physical sighting of the new moon and stipulated that if not
seen on the twenty-ninth completed day of the previous month on a clear
evening, or if clouds or other atmospheric barriers hindered visibility, then to
complete thirty days of the previous month and begin the new month the fol-
lowing sunset, which would mean on the thirty-first day following the previous
sighting or a calculation of thirty days.9

Accordingly, it is important to note the following:
First, the prophetic hadith clearly asks for naked-eye sighting as a

means of certainty, not as a precondition for fasting. This type of sighting
was required by the Prophet only because no other available method could
confirm the new moon’s presence, the sign of the new month’s com-
mencement. As he said: “We are an unlettered people. We neither write
nor calculate.”
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The month sometimes consists of twenty-nine or thirty days. Acts of
worship are connected with time, which in Islamic understanding is con-
nected with the moon (not the sun), for the Islamic calendar is lunar. The
Shar¢iah does not want us to start fasting before Ramadan has begun or to
miss a day of it by celebrating the ¢Id on the last day of Ramadan. That is
why the Prophet told us not to start or finish this month a day or two
ahead of time, bur rather to wait until certainty about the new moon’s
arrival has been obtained. 
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Qutaybah narrated from Abu al-Ahwas, from Simak ibn Harb, who reported that
¢Abd Allah ibn ¢Abbas said: “The Prophet said, ‘Do not fast immediately before
Ramadan. Start the fast with the sighting of the new moon and break your fast
with the sighting of it. If the sky is overcast, then complete thirty days.’”
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Simak ibn Harb reported: “I woke up one day feeling confused as to whether the
day was [the last] day of Sha¢ban or [the first of] Ramadan, so I started the day
fasting. Then I went to ¢Ikrimah and saw him eating bread and herbs. He said,
‘Come and have lunch with me,’ so I told him I was fasting. Thereupon he said,
‘I swear by Allah that you must break your fast.’ When I saw him swearing with-
out making any exception, I went forward and asked for his proof. He said that
Ibn ¢Abbas reported that the Prophet said, “Fast by sighting it [the new moon],
and break your fast by sighting it. Complete thirty days if it is cloudy, and do not
immediately fast before the month [of Ramadan] starts.’”
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On the authority of Hudhayfah, who reported that the Prophet said, “Do not fast
a day or two before Ramadan until you see the new moon or complete thirty
days [of Sha¢ban]. Then fast until you see the moon [of Shawwal] or complete
thirty days.” Abu Dawud adds: “This hadith has been narrated by Sufyan and
others on the authority of Mansur, who reported it from Rabi¢i from a Com-
panion of the Prophet who was not called Hudhayfah.”

The Prophet stressed naked-eye sighting because it was the only avail-
able mechanism for the first Muslims to achieve the required certainty, not
because the act of actually sighting was the objective of fasting or of any
other act of worship. If this objective can be achieved by a more authen-
tic and precise method, as is the case today (viz., calculations), then replac-
ing naked-eye sighting (which is a probable means of certainty) with a
more accurate method based on categorical certainty cannot be considered
a deviation from the prophetic command or the Shari¢ah’s objectives. 

Second, if naked-eye sighting were such an objective or a prerequisite
without which fasting could not begin, then it would have been required
even on 30 Sha¢ban. But nobody goes out to see the new moon on 30
Sha¢ban or 30 Ramadan, and no jurist ever required that they do so. Once
certainty has been attained by completing thirty days (no Islamic month
cannot go beyond thirty days), naked-eye sighting is no longer required
and the new month is confirmed because it is known that the new moon
must be above the horizon by 30th Sha¢ban. 

Third, if it is said that sighting is not required on 30 Sha¢ban because
the Prophet said “complete thirty days if it is cloudy,” then I would argue
that this prophetic statement means exactly what it says. For example, if the
evening of 29 Sha¢ban was clear and yet the new moon was not seen,
would not the hadith have required Muslims to see it on 30 Sha¢ban if it
were a precondition for fasting? The phrase “if it is cloudy” cannot be
applied to a clear sky. If naked-eye sighting were intrinsic to fasting, then
it would have been required even on thirtieth day, especially if the new
moon had not been seen, not because of some obscurities but because it
was still below the horizon. However, if we agree that certainty is the pre-
condition for fasting, then one can understand why naked-eye sighting is
required on 29 Sha¢ban but not on 30 Sha¢ban. 

Fourth, sighting is not a prerequisite for fasting even on 29 Sha¢ban. If
it were, then no Muslim would be allowed to start Ramadan before sight-
ing the new moon on 29 Sha¢ban. But Ibn ¢Umar, along with ¢A’ishah and
Asma’ bint Abi Bakr, used to start fasting the next day if it was cloudy on
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29 Sha¢ban and the new moon was obscured. They would not fast that day
as a optional day of fasting, but as a mandatory day of Ramadan.

This was also the practice of many of the Successors. In fact, Ahmad ibn
Hanbal built his jurisprudential school upon the actions of these Compan-
ions. This becomes important when we realize that Ibn ¢Umar was the orig-
inal narrator of many of the hadiths found in the hadith compilations that
require naked-eye sighting as a means of fasting as well as requiring Muslims
not to fast until they see the moon. For instance, he reports:
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The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate it when it is cloudy.”
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The Prophet mentioned Ramadan and said, “Do not fast until you see the moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate it when it is cloudy.” 

¢¢ABD ALLAH IBN ¢UMAR’S PRACTICE

As we see, Ibn ¢Umar would start Ramadan by counting the days of
Sha¢ban and without actually sighting the new moon if it was cloudy on 29
Sha¢ban. His practice explains the true meanings of such hadiths and repu-
diates the second most important argument of the majority: that there is a
cause and effect relationship between naked-eye sighting and fasting.
Logically speaking, sighting in itself cannot be the sole reason for determin-
ing Ramadan or the act of fasting. It must be a means to achieve the goal
of certainty. The following points must be kept in mind when discussing
this question.

Ibn Daqiq al-¢Id, a Shafi¢i authority, states: 
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Actual sighting is not a condition for the requirement [of fasting the month of
Ramadan]. There is agreement [among the jurists] that if someone were impris-
oned in the basement and knew, either by completing thirty days or by diligence
[estimation] in following the signs, that the month of Ramadan had started, then
he would be required to start fasting even if he had neither sighted the moon him-
self nor was informed by someone who had actually sighted it.

Interestingly, Hamza Yusuf translates the above quote as follows:

The reason for this is that the actual physical sighting is not what is legally bind-
ing, given that it is agreed upon that if someone was confined in a cell and knew
by calculation that the [month] had run its course or by attempting to understand
the signs that the day was indeed from Ramadan, then it would be incumbent
upon him to fast, even if he did not see the crescent and no one informed him
that it had been seen.16

In addition, he indirectly criticizes me for supposedly misunderstand-
ing Ibn Daqiq’s original intent:

Sadly, in the papers I examined that used this quote to support calculation, the
first half of his quote was omitted, so that his actual position was entirely misrep-
resented. One paper stated that the imam did not consider sighting to be a con-
dition, when what he is saying is that physical sighting is not legally binding in
the case of one who cannot see the moon, which is why he uses as an example
the man in the cell who has no access to sighting the moon nor to news of any-
one who did! In such circumstances, the imam says one can resort to calculating
or ijtihad.17

His translation of Ibn Daqiq’s statement (the original Arabic is given
below) as “The reason for this is that the actual physical sighting is not
what is legally binding” is confusing.
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Ibn Daqiq’s words clearly state that “actual sighting is not the condi-
tion of requiring [fasting].” This supports the Qur’anic and hadith under-
standing that even those who do not actually see the new moon but are
informed of Ramadan’s arrival by others should fast, given they are not
among those who are exempted (e.g., the sick, travelers, and expectant or
nursing mothers). Indeed, requiring naked-eye sighting as a precondition
for fasting would exclude from fasting all those who did not actually see
the new moon. Such an understanding violates the long-standing Muslim
scholarly consensus. Perhaps this is what Ibn Daqiq is stating in his exam-
ple of a prisoner in the basement or a cell. Had the Shari¢ah required
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naked-eye sighting as the only condition for starting or ending Ramadan,
then that particular person, who would have no access to the outside world
and no way to learn about Ramadan’s arrival, would not have to fast. And
yet the consensus requires such a person to fast based upon personal calcu-
lations and following the possible signs. 

In consideration of this, what does his statement “One paper stated
that the imam did not consider sighting to be a condition, when what he
is saying is that physical sighting is not legally binding in the case of one
who cannot see the moon…” mean? Can physical sighting be legally bind-
ing if one cannot see the moon?

Furthermore, in this particular paper I mentioned that Ibn Daqiq
opposes the use of calculations to determine Ramadan and ¢Id al-Fitr on
either 29 Sha¢ban or 29 Ramadan, unless there are obscurities. Like many
other jurists, he maintains that only two legal causes (sabab shar¢Ï ) require
fasting: naked-eye sighting and completing thirty days. He differs from
others in asserting that calculations can be used to confirm Ramadan if
there are obscurities on 29 Sha¢ban. This is a legal cause for depending
upon calculations. After quoting Mutarrif ibn ¢Abd Allah ibn al-Shakhir
and many Shafi¢i juristic authorities as advocating the use of calculations to
confirm the month, Ibn Daqiq states:
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My opinion on this matter is that the astronomical calculations based upon the sep-
aration of the moon from the sun cannot be depended upon in fasting because they
push forward the month a day or two before the actual sighting. This is introduc-
ing a cause (sabab) that Allah has not prescribed. 

On the other hand, he considers clouds or any other obscurity that
hampers naked-eye sighting to be a lawful cause (sabab shar¢Ï ) to determine
fasting by calculation. The following is the actual text:
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If the calculations show that the new moon is born in the horizon to the
extent that it could be seen were it not for obscurities such as clouds, then this
makes it obligatory to fast owing to the presence of a lawful Islamic cause. The
actual sighting is not a prerequisite of fasting. There is agreement [among the
jurists] that if someone was imprisoned in the basement and knew, either by
completing thirty days or by diligence in following the signs, that the month
of Ramadan has started, then he would be required to observe the fast even if
he had neither sighted the moon himself nor been informed by someone who
had.

There is a possibility that he intended to state that naked-eye sighting
in case of obscurities is not a condition for the obligation to fast. His choice
of the given example, however, points more to the fact that naked-eye
sighting is not the sole condition for this obligation, but no more than a
means to the end of witnessing the month. The Qur’anic meanings of this
phrase were analyzed in the previous section. 

SSIGHTING THE MOON IS NOT A LEGAL REQUIREMENT

Sa¢d al-Din Mas¢ud ibn ¢Umar al-Taftazani, a Hanafi, describes a consen-
sus on the fact that naked-eye sighting is just a means, not the end in itself:
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The meaning of the Qur’anic verse “whosoever witnesses the month” refers to
[a person] witnessing the month [being present in the month]. Consequently,
witnessing the month is a cause or ¢illah [of fasting], and the prophetic statement
“fast on sighting it” proves this. All Muslim jurists agree that the actual sighting
is not meant [here, meaning that it is not the objective], but [that the objective
is] what the sighting proves, and that is the witnessing of the arrival of the month.

Mustafa al-Zarqa summarizes this point as follows: 
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It is an established fact that sighting the new moon in itself is not an act of Islamic
worship. It is just a means to know the time. It was the only way available to a
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nation that did not know how to write or calculate. Its unlettered status was the
sole reason for it to depend upon the naked eye. This is precisely what the text of
the hadith, which is the original source of this ruling [fast on sighting], states.

In conclusion, the Prophet prescribed naked-eye sighting because it
was the only method available to his illiterate community that could ensure
certainty concerning the beginning or end of a given month. 

THE MULTIPLE CONNOTATIONS OF RA’®

The verb ra’¥, yar¥ or “seeing” or “sighting” is generally used in the hadith
quoted above in the sense of naked-eye sighting, although linguistically the
verb is not confined to that. Maghraoui, however, states:

The word “seeing” (ru’y¥) in the second text must be interpreted in its literal
(^aqÏqÏ ) sense in accordance with the basic rule in legal hermeneutics: a word
must be taken in its literal and not metaphorical (maj¥zÏ ) meaning unless it is
impossible to understand it literally and there is a circumstantial reason (qarÏnah)
for assigning it a metaphorical meaning. It is not impossible to understand ru’y¥
to mean seeing. The physical sighting of the moon was always the practical
understanding of the word ru’y¥.22

The verb ra’¥ – yar¥ has been used elsewhere in both the Qur’an and
the hadiths where the meanings cannot denote naked-eye sighting but
only pondering or certainty. The verb “seeing” and its many derivatives
occur in the Qur’an 328 times. In a number of these verses, “seeing” is
used in the context of pondering or ascertaining without resorting to
naked-eye sighting. Examples of this use can be found in 2:243 and 2:46.
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Did you not turn your vision to those who abandoned their homes, though they
numbered thousands, for fear of death? Allah said to them: “Die”: then He
restored them to life. For Allah is full of bounty to humankind, but most of them
are ungrateful. (2:243)
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Have you not turned your vision to the Chiefs of the Children of Israel after [the
time of] Moses? They said to a prophet [that was] among them: “Appoint for us
a king, so that we may fight in the cause of Allah.” (2:246)
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The same meaning can be understood from 2:258, 3:23, 4:44, 4:49, 4:60,
96:9, 96:13, 107:1, and many more verses. Furthermore, numerous authen-
tic narrations imply the same verb “seeing” with the above-mentioned
connotation of “knowing” in relation to fasting Ramadan. In the follow-
ing agreed-upon hadith, in which the Prophet deploys “seeing” for the
night, the actual sighting of the night does not seem to be the objective,
for specifying its timings or certainty is more important.
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We traveled with the Prophet while he was fasting. At sunset, he said, “Dismount
and mix the drink for us.” He was asked, “What if we wait for the night?” He
said, “Prepare the drink.” He was told that it still appeared to be daylight. He again
asked for the drink, which was prepared for him. Then he said, “When you see
the night approaching from there (and he pointed toward the East), the fasting
person should break the fast.”

Muslim clearly reports that this journey was made during Ramadan.24

In these hadiths, the Prophet uses ra’aytum in connection with break-
ing the fast of Ramadan. If we take his statement “If you see the night
coming from the East” literally, then we would have to go out every
evening to actually see the night coming from the East in order to break
our fast. Today nobody does this; all Muslims just follow the clock to
determine the time of if~¥r. As the Muslims of the Prophet’s time did not
have many choices, they adopted the method that would provide the most
certainty: looking toward the East and seeing the night approaching as a
sign of sunset. Times have changed, however, and no contemporary jurist
objects to using a clock. The same principle applies to determining the
time of sa^‰r and ims¥k:
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And eat and drink until the white thread of dawn appears to you distinct from its
black thread; then complete your fast till the night appears. (2:187)
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Furthermore, for many centuries the Ummah followed the shadow
cast by poles to determine the time for ·uhr and ¢a|r. The Prophet himself
advised Muslims to do so. Today we use clocks to determine these times.
I am not arguing here that the prayer timess are connected with the solar
system whereas the time for Ramadan is connected with the lunar system
and naked-eye sighting. Rather, I am arguing that although the Qur’an
and the Sunnah require us to differentiate between a white thread and a
black thread at dawn to begin our fast or to see the night approaching from
the East, we now implement them only in the spirit, not in the letter,
because following these specific commands literally has never been the real
objective. 

For example, the Law ensures that the sun has set and the night has
approached before anybody breaks the fast. In the case of ims¥k, whether
dawn had arrived or not had to be ascertained. This objective, which has
remained the same throughout Islamic history, can now be achieved by
means of clocks because the Ummah does not object to their use in reli-
gious matters. These significant matters are, in turn, connected with the
obligatory acts of fasting and praying. In other words, the Shari¢ah’s objec-
tives are constants, whereas the means vary according to the circumstances.
This is the Shari¢ah’s true spirit, for such flexiblity enables it to keep up with
modern developments and progress.

MMEANS VERSUS GOALS IN ISLAMIC LAW:
DISCUSSION OF THE CONSTANTS AND VARIABLES

Some contemporary Muslims argue that the Shari¢ah has also fixed the
means to achieve Islamic goals. For instance, lawful (^al¥l ) earning is a
means to achieve the goal of feeding one’s family, for Muslims are not per-
mitted to steal, cheat, or use some other unlawful means to achieve this
goal. Likewise, the objective of fatherhood or generational continuity can-
not be achieved by the unlawful means of adultery or fornication.

Abdur Rahman Ijaz asks: “Shouldn’t all the three parts of this equation
[be] as important as each other?”

Means - Methods - Achieve Goals

If the goal is to feed the family, then the means and methods employed by the father
are highly important…If [a] man wants to achieve fatherhood, are [not] the means
and methods important, i.e. its due process! Should we accept your new paradigm
[that] the achievement of fatherhood is important, then [the] method [itself].25
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Feeding the family by stealing or cheating is ^ar¥m because Allah has
clearly prohibited such practices. The only alternative or compromise per-
mitted is if the person is facing a life-threatening situation. Becoming a
father through unlawful means is also prohibited: “Do not even come close
to adultery.” Clearly, any means that are unlawful in and of themselves are
prohibited. 

The case of naked-eye sighting as a means to start or end Ramadan is
quite different. The Qur’an prescribed “witnessing the month” as the cause
of fasting. This cause can be understood in light of the prophetic reports
demanding either naked-eye sighting or completing thirty days in the case
of obscurities on the evening of the twenty-ninth day. The hadith about
“estimation” in the case of cloudy weather clearly states another option as
a means to determine Ramadan. The fact that there is no requirement for
naked-eye sighting on the evening of the thirtieth day gives another
authentic means to confirm or negate Ramadan. In sum, the Prophet gave
us naked-eye sighting and several other options to achieve the desired goal
of certainty. 

The Qur’an mentions several kinds of means, among them:
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Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power, including
steeds of war, to strike terror into [the hearts of] the enemies of Allah and your
enemies, and others besides, whom you may not know, but whom Allah does
know. Whatever you spend in the cause of Allah shall be repaid to you, and you
shall not be treated unjustly. (8:60)

Here Allah clearly mentions horses as a means of striking fear into the
enemy’s heart. In the following hadith, the Prophet explicitly asks for the
use of arrows as a means to achieve the military might needed for self-
defense and victory. 
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On the authority of Abu Kurayb ... he heard ¢Uqbah ibn ¢Amir recite from the
pulpit, “Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power,
including steeds of war” and then state that he heard the Prophet say, “Certainly
[militayr] might consists of archery; certainly [military] might is archery.”

¢Ikrimah maintains that this verse clearly requires Muslims to acquire
fortresses and mares as means to achieving this desired might.
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In modern warfare, Muslims would look stupid and be unnable to sur-
vive an hour of modern military firepower if they followed the above-
mentioned Qur’anic and prophetic means of military might literally.
Although these specified means were suitable at that time, such is no longer
the case. Therefore, adopting modern means of military might (e.g., tanks,
missiles, and combat aircraft) to achieve the desired goals of securing jus-
tice and defending Muslims must be considered obligatory. Once again,
the goals are constant but the means are variable.

CCALCULATIONS AS A MEANS TO ATTAINING CERTAINTY

Likewise, calculations are a means to achieve certainty. The prophetic tra-
dition did not ask for its use for several reasons, such as the practice among
the Jews and the pre-Islamic Arabs of fixing calendars by arbitrary interca-
lations, the Ummah’s almost total illiteracy, the difficulty associated with
making calculations, and the undeveloped nature of astronomy at that time.
The seemingly most significant reason, which could also be deduced from
the authentic prophetic reports, was the Muslims’ almost total illiteracy –
something that was also true of the majority of later generations of Muslims.
The majority of the classical scholars were right in rejecting the use of cal-
culation to determine Ramadan because its results were inaccurate and
mostly computed by immature astrologers and magicians. 

In contrast, modern calculations are made by fully qualified scientists
and astronomers who base their knowledge on scientific observation and
facts. The margin or possibility of error is almost zero. Such arguments of
inaccuracy and magic that were used to prevent or prohibit the use of cal-
culations were rejected by Islamic jurists even in classical times. What
about twenty-first-century America, where astronomy has reached its cli-
max? Abdillah bin Bayyah observes:
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The science of [astronomy] has made tremendous progress in our time. Some even
say that it can guide us to a needle thrown into space. What about the moon that
is born or has moved out of conjunction and from the rays of the sun?

Zayn al-Din ibn Ibrahim ibn Nujaym, a Hanafi, argued in favor of the
precise calculations since early times:
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Ibn al-Shikhnah says that the magician and astrologist mentioned in the hadith
are the those who describe the Unseen or claim knowledge of the future. The
statement of such a person will not be accepted, and approving these claims will
constitute an act of disbelief. However, calculations of the [phases of the] moon
have nothing to do with that. They are based upon precise data and are not for-
tune-telling or anything connected with the Unseen. Do not you see what Allah
says in the Qur’an? “He prescribed for [the moon] computed stages so that you
can learn about the numbers of years and the calculation.” 

Taqi al-Din ¢Ali ibn ¢Abd al-Kafi al-Subki explains this hadith: 
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It cannot be that the Shari¢ah has categorically prohibited the usage of astronom-
ical calculations. That is not so. How could this be when calculations are being
used for the obligatory as well as other matters [of dÏn]? The oft-quoted hadith
mentions writing and calculations. When writing is not forbidden, how could
astronomical calculations be [forbidden]?

Regarding the hardship argument, it must be noted that we now live in
a “global village.” In this age of instant communication, news is broadcast
world-wide within seconds. Thus the argument of hardship leveled by al-
Nawawi and others loses its ground. In reality it is the other way round, as
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Yusuf  al-Qaradawi rightly contends.31 Muslims all over the globe and espe-
cially in the West suffer much hardship due to uncertainties connected with
naked-eye sighting. Some of them wait until midnight just to start their tar¥-
wÏ^ prayers or decide about their ¢Id prayers. Muslim employees and stu-
dents also face many hardships. Therefore, depending upon naked-eye sight-
ing instead of calculations has itself become the source of hardship.

It is also a fact that calculations and their usage in matters of dÏn and
¢ib¥dah are nothing new, for calculations have been used for quite some
time to determine the time for the prayers, as well as for sa^‰r, if~¥r, and
also the direction of the qiblah. Throughout Islamic history, all jurists have
not only accepted such practices but have also required Muslims to learn
about them. 
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Jurists have divided the knowledge of stars into two categories. First is the calcula-
tion of celestial bodies and their movements to determine the beginning of the
months. The person who practices this kind of astronomy is called an astronomer.
There is no disagreement among jurists that this exercise is permitted. It is permit-
ted to learn this science in an effort to know the times of the prayers and the direc-
tions of the qiblah. Indeed, the majority of jurists (jumh‰r) opine that this knowl-
edge must be acquired by a number of Muslims at all times. Ibn ¢Abidin, in his
H¥shiyah, says that “astronomical calculations are Islamically approved.” This is
exactly what the Qur’an says: “The sun and the moon follow meticulous calcula-
tions.” Jurists have allowed the dependence on calculations concerning the times of
the daily prayers as well as the directions of the qiblah. Astronomical calculations
connected with new moons and lunar and solar eclipses are correct. Almighty God
has fixed a system for the celestial bodies, and they always follow that system fully.
The same principle applies to the four seasons. The aspects of nature that are con-
tinually repeating themselves are categorical in nature. Therefore, they should be
relied upon in the matters of the prayer times as well as the direction of the qiblah.
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Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Hamwi stated the same opinion:
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Calculations relating to new moons and eclipses are based upon actual realities
and experiments. They do not come under the category of acts prohibited by the
Prophet. This argument is substantiated by the fact that jurists have allowed the
knowledge of calculations when it comes to knowing the times of the daily
prayers and the direction of the qiblah. 

How could it be that jurists who declare knowledge of calculations as
obligatory (far\ kif¥yah) for determining the time of the obligatory prayers
rule that it is totally un-Islamic in regard to fasting Ramadan? That is why
Mustafa al-Zarqa is amazed that many contemporary conservative jurist
adamantly reject calculations the latter instance even though they use them
in the former – especially since the daily prayers are far more important and
frequent than fasting Ramadan. Classical jurists were right to oppose calcu-
lations, for the methods available at their time had not reached the level of
authenticity and certainty that we presently enjoy. How could they have
based important acts of worship upon calculations that were not completely
precise and accurate? Are we going to drag their opposition to calculations
into our own time, a time in which the underlying reasons for their oppo-
sition is no longer valid? Obviously, if the cause is no longer present then
the effect must also cease to exist.34

HHAMZA YUSUF AND ASTRONOMY

Hamza Yusuf argues that astronomy had already become developed dur-
ing the early Muslim centuries and that 

the early Muslims were masters of observational astronomy and far superior in their
observations than modern astronomers, who do almost all of their work in theoreti-
cal abstractions and mathematics, and are largely uninterested in actual physical obser-
vation of objects and events that are discernable to the unaided naked-eye, especial-
ly since the ancients have completed that work, and there is little left to be explored.35

In addition: 

Many modern Muslims, even those highly educated, believe there has been great
advancement in observational astronomy. The telescope has undeniably enabled
modern man to penetrate the heavens in unimaginable ways, and to understand
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elliptical cycles of the moons and planets as well as the development of calculus.
However, naked-eye astronomy has changed very little. In fact, the reality remains
that the observed motion of the sun, moon, planets, and stars is far less understood
to the common man as well as most astronomers than to pre-modern people…36

He quotes al-Qarrafi as a scholar of astronomy and as one who
believed that astronomy was decisive.37

I do not deny that Muslim scientists played a major role in developing
many medieval sciences. But it has been proven that medieval astronomy
was based upon some incorrect wrong principles, such as geo-centrism
instead of solo-centrism. Al-Qarrafi is a good example of what I am argu-
ing here, for he states that astronomical calculations made according to con-
junctions are precise and decisive. At the same time, however, he mentions
the names of the seven planets known at his time: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the
sun, Venus, Mercury, and the moon. This is sufficient to refute the asser-
tion that the observational astronomy used by the early Muslim scientists
was far superior to modern astronomy, given that we now know that 

nine major planets are currently known. They are commonly divided into two
groups: the inner planets (Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars) and the outer planets
(Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune). The inner planets are small and are composed
primarily of rock and iron. The outer planets are much larger and consist mainly of
hydrogen, helium, and ice. Pluto does not belong to either group, and there is an
ongoing debate as to whether Pluto should be categorized as a major planet.38

In addition, there are many satellites, asteroids, and comets, as well as
interplanetary dust and gas, that also move around the sun. Al-Qarrafi’s
clarification that there are only seven moving planets tells the whole story.

The true context of what Hamza Yusuf has quoted from al-Qarrafi’s39

Al-Furuq is that the iman, in these statements, is responding to those who
had criticized him as being inconsistent.40 They contended that sighting the
sun’s movement in relation to the daily prayers was just as obligatory as
sighting the moon for fasting Ramadan. The authentic prophetic hadiths
require sighting in both cases. But why did al-Qarrafi differentiate between
the two required sightings (allowing calculations to determine the prayer
times, instead of sighting the sun’s movement, but denying their use to
determine Ramadan)? He answered by stating that the mandatory legal
cause of confirming the prayer time was to attain certainty about the arrival
of the specific prayer’s actual time. It was perfectly acceptable to achieve
that certainty by any means other than actual sighting of the sun’s move-
ments. On the other hand, naked-eye sighting of the new moon was
required as a legal cause of Ramadan. The imam states:
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If you say that [by the example you presented] you are leaning toward the fact that
sighting [the sun] is required [for prayer timings], you have already differentiated
between the two scenarios and the two foundational rules by requiring actual sight-
ing in one scenario [Ramadan] and not in the other [prayer timings]. You main-
tain that the cause [of fasting] in connection with the moons is actual sighting,
while the cause of prayer timings is certainly about arrival of the prayer time with-
out actual sighting [of the sun]. Therefore, when you require actual sighting regard-
ing the moon, you [in reality] nullify the claimed difference between the two.

Al-Qarrafi seems to be stating here that naked-eye sighting is the legal
cause of starting Ramadan on the evening of 29 Sha¢ban. It is impossible
to prove that the Lawgiver has ever required naked-eye sighting on 30
Sha¢ban. In addition, there is no legal requirement for naked-eye sighting
if the skies are cloudy. Therefore, naked-eye sighting may be accepted as
a legally binding cause of starting to fast after 29 Sha¢ban. The cause and
the effect always go hand in hand, but this is not true as regards naked-eye
sighting and fasting Ramadan. Al-Shatibi has stated:
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The established [legal] cause always remains the cause and never changes. 

DEFINING THE ISLAMIC LEGAL CAUSE

¢Abd al-Karim Zaydan defines the legal cause (al-sabab al-shar¢Ï ) as follows:
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The cause is what the Lawgiver has established in order to define the legal ruling
in such a way that this specific ruling exists with its existence and disappears with
its absence.
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How could naked-eye sighting be the sole binding legal cause of fasting
if Ramadan could begin by sighting, completion of thirty days, or mere esti-
mation? It seems that many jurists who have insisted upon naked-eye sight-
ing as the sole legal cause for fasting have confused al-^ukm al-taklÏfÏ and
al-^ukm al-wa\¢Ï. In Islamic jurisprudence, the former denotes a divinely
commissioned ruling that requires Muslims either to act or not to act upon
a demand, or it gives them a choice either to perform or not to perform an
act. This kind of ^ukm includes almost all of the various categories of acts:
mandatory, recommended, permitted, disliked, and prohibited.
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(Al-^ukm al-taklÏfÏ ) is a divine command that requires an action or prohibits it,
or gives a choice between performing or abandoning it. It includes the manda-
tory, recommended, permitted, disliked, and prohibited acts. The example of (al-
^ukm al-taklÏfÏ ) is the requirement of the daily prayers.

On the other hand, the positional or positivistic divine command (al-
^ukm al-wa\¢Ï ) is situational in nature. It identifies the cause, condition,
or the reason for the prohibition of a ruling or a specific practice.
Moreover, it is just a description of a specific ruling and not a demand from
the Lawgiver to perform or abandon an act. For instance, noon is a cause
of performing ·uhr and theft results in a mandatory punishment. If there is
no theft, there is no punishment. In other words, the existence of that par-
ticular ^ukm wa\¢Ï does not mean that the Lawgiver requires stealing.
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(Al-^ukm wa\¢Ï ) is what requires one thing as a cause or condition for something
else or negates such a condition. Consequently, it does not contain any demand for
an action or non action by a believer. It constitutes the Lawgiver’s explanation (for
a specific ruling), for instance (His) considering noon as the cause of requiring the
(·uhr) prayer or considering theft as cause of capital punishment.

Therefore, the ^ukm al-taklÏfÏ is “fasting Ramadan” and the hukm al-
wa\¢Ï is “witnessing Ramadan.” Naked-eye sighting in the past was just a
means to determine the act of witnessing; it was neither the objective nor
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cause in itself. As seen earlier, the established legal causes do not change, for
they are constants.

Al-Nawawi states that fasting Ramadan is connected with the timing
of [the entrance, coming of] Ramadan.
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Fasting Ramadan does not become obligatory until the month arrives, and the
arrival is known by sighting the new moon.

Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr has stated the point very neatly: 

God says, “Whoever witnesses the month should fast” (2:185). He means, and
God knows best, “Whoever among you knows, with a knowledge that is certain,
that the month has indeed begun must fast it.” Knowledge that is certain is [based
on] either a clear and widespread sound sighting or the completion of thirty days
of the previous month.47

From these classical quotations, Faysal Mowlawi draws the logical con-
clusion that the coming of Ramadan makes fasting obligatory and that wit-
nessing the month ascertains that coming of Ramadan. Therefore, witnessing
the month is the real cause and not the sighting, because the “witnessing”
takes place both with and without sighting, as Al-Razi states:
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How is witnessing the month accomplished? We say that it is achieved either by
physical sighting or by hearing.

Thus sighting is just one of the means (wa|Ïlah) to determine Rama-
dan’s arrival; it is not the legal cause (sabab) of fasting. Mowlawi, who dif-
ferentiates between a cause (sabab) and a condition (¢illah), concludes:
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It means that the coming of the month of Ramadan is the cause of fasting Rama-
dan and that the sighting of the moon is a method of knowing that coming [of
Ramadan].50

Furthermore, it is quite challenging to describe sighting the moon as the
legal cause of fasting and then explain why the Lawgiver specified it as a cause
only for 29 Sha¢ban and not for the following day, or why He gave the
options of sighting, completion, or estimation. On the other hand, if we con-
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firm that the objective of certainty about the Ramadan’s arrival as the real rea-
son for the prophetic insistence upon naked-eye sighting on 29 Sha¢ban, then
we can fully understand why He did not require it on the evening of  30
Sha¢ban (to confirm the fasting of Ramadan). It is also quite important to
understand this specific prophetic insistence within the context of the real
challenges and confusion caused by arbitrary intercalations. 

Rashid Rida, Mustafa al-Zarqa, Ahmad Shakir, and many others have
highlighted the fact that the Lawgiver allowed naked-eye sighting only as a
means to determine such fixed sacred times as Ramadan, not to worship the
act of sighting in itself. The Prophet connected both naked-eye sighting and
completion due to the wide-spread illiteracy, for the objective of his prophet-
hood was to educate the Ummah, not to push it further into illiteracy. 

Moreover, there is no ijma¢ (agreement or consensus) among the jurists
that naked-eye sighting is the only cause of fasting Ramadan, although many
classical jurists emphasized it as the legal cause of confirming Ramadan. The
real cause, as stated in the Qur’an, is “witnessing the month.” This can be done
through naked-eye sighting as well as other means of knowledge about
Ramadan. Many jurists have stated this fact. For instance, Muhammad Ahmad
Mustafa Ahmad Abi Zahrah states that the cause of fasting is the month of
Ramadan.
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The month [of Ramadan] is the cause/sign of the obligation of fasting.

¢Abd Allah ibn al-Juday¢ states that it is the coming of Ramadan.
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The Qur’anic verse “whoever witnessed the month should fast” makes the arrival
of the month the cause of obligatory fasting during Ramadan.

¢Abd al-Karim Zaydan also states that the legal cause of fasting is the
coming of the month. 
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Examples of legal cause are sunset [is the cause] for prayer obligation and the
month of Ramadan for obligatory fasting.
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That is why it is important that we understand al-Qarrafi’s statements
about naked-eye sighting of the moon as the sole legal cause of fasting and
also sighting the sun in regard to the prayer times in light of the imam’s dia-
logue with his opponents. It cannot be denied that he, like many other clas-
sical jurists, maintained that naked-eye sighting was the legal cause of fasting
Ramadan. What is being denied here is that his verdict on this issue is rela-
tive to his milieu; it was not absolute that it must be applied forever. As seen
above, he disagreed with the established authorities of almost all of the legal
schools of thought by negating the unity of horizons and affirming their vari-
ety. Early jurists declared that the unity of horizons was the legal binding
cause of the month of Ramadan. Modern jurists are following in his foot-
steps by disagreeing with his claim that naked-eye sighting is the sole legal
cause of fasting. In fact, the sole legal cause of fasting is witnessing the month,
and naked-eye sighting is just one of the means to achieve that goal. We
should keep this point in mind when analyzing the classical juristic positions
on naked-eye sighting.

84 Zulfiqar Ali Shah

o b e i k a n d l . c o m




